The feasibility of introducing General English as an entry requirement for study of Medicine in Sri Lanka was examined through the assessment of General English results at the 2009 and 2010 G.C.E. Advanced Level examinations and through a questionnaire survey administered to principals and General English teachers in 411 type 1AB schools during the period May -June 2011. A significant proportion of students selected for Medicine in the period of study had not passed General English. Student performance was linked to teacher availability, which showed significant regional disparities. Nationally, about one-third of schools did not have enough General English teachers as evaluated by the Principal of the school.
Introduction
The MBBS study programmes in all eight state-run medical faculties in Sri Lanka are conducted in English. However, students who sit the General Certificate of Education Advanced Level (G.C.E. A/L) examination in Sinhala or Tamil and apply for admission to study Medicine are not required to show any evidence of proficiency in English. Several studies conducted in Sri Lanka have shown that students with better skills in English at the time of admission perform significantly better in medical school (Mendis & Babapulle 1983 , De Silva et al., 2004 De Silva et al., 2006a; Mettananda et al., 2006; De Silva et al., 2006b; Hewage et al., 2011) . This is despite the fact that almost all medical faculties conduct a three-month intensive course in English on registration of their medical students.
General English was introduced as a subject in the G.C.E. A/L examination over ten years ago. The objectives of this course, as set out in the Preface of the set textbook are (a) to encourage students to use English in daily life (b) to enjoy using English in everyday conversation,(c) to prepare for the examination in General English,(d), to practise both spoken and written English,(e) and to develop skills to function in English in an office. All students taking the exam were expected to sit the General English paper along with three subjects of their choice. Obtaining a pass in General English at the A/L exam could serve as a reasonably good indicator of English proficiency, but empirical evidence suggests that many schools do not have teachers to conduct classes or if they do, the time set aside for General English classes are frequently used for other classes since the subject is not perceived as of value in the fierce competition for selection to the university.
Literature Review
One of the earliest studies examining the relationship between English proficiency and performance in Sri Lankan medical schools was conducted in Peradeniya by Mendis and Babapulle (1983) . Criterion-based, pre-instruction English tests, and Raven's standard progressive matrices were administered to the new entrants to the Peradeniya Medical Faculty, and correlated with scores on incourse assessments in Anatomy and Physiology. Highly significant levels of correlation between English test scores and achievement tests in Anatomy and Physiology were demonstrated.
Subsequently, in the Kelaniya Medical Faculty, several entry criteria (subject and aggregate marks at the G.C.E. Advanced Level examination, district of entry, admission category and sex) were correlated with five outcome measures based on results at summative examinations in 2 nd , 3 rd , 4 th and final years of medical school, with regard to students who did their A/L examinations in 1994 and 1995 (De Silva et al., 2004 . Multivariate analysis with logistic regression showed that female sex and an aggregate mark of >280 (of 400) in the A/L examination were independent measures of success in all outcome measures.
A later publication which extended this study to all other medical faculties (in universities of Colombo, Peradeniya, Ruhuna, Jaffna, Kelaniya and Sri Jayawardanapura) also included the candidate type as a predictor variable, and used four outcomes based on results at first and final summative examinations in medical school (De Silva et al., 2006) . Multivariate analysis with logistic regression showed that the candidate type (school or private candidate), female sex and higher A/L aggregate mark were independent predictors of success for all four outcome measures.
Another study carried out on 4 entry cohorts of medical students at the Colombo Medical Faculty (admissions based on A/L examinations in 1993 -1996) used the aggregate mark at the G.C.E. A/L examination, their attempt of entry, the district of entry, English language proficiency (as judged by the G.C.E. O/L results), and sex as predictor variables (Mettananda et al., 2006) . The outcome was based on results at six major assessments in medical school, the cumulative MBBS exam mark and the graduate's position in merit order for internship. Multivariate analysis with logistic regression showed that the G.C.E. A/L exam attempt was the best predictor of outcome; other predictors included female sex and English language proficiency.
Subsequent to replacement of the aggregate mark by the zscore at the G.C.E. A/L examination in 2000, a study based on 2 entry cohorts (A/L in 2001 and 2002) to Colombo and Kelaniya medical faculties, used the results at the 1 st summative examination in medical school as the outcome, and showed that the predictive validity of the z-score was similar to that of the aggregate mark (De Silva et al., 2005) .
Finally, another study based on 2 entry cohorts at Kelaniya Medical Faculty used the z-score, attempt of entry, English language proficiency (as judged by the General English grade at the A/L exam and English test after admission to medical school) and sex as predictor variables; and the average marks at major summative examinations in medical school as the outcomes (Hewage et al., 2010) . Multivariate analysis with multiple linear regression and causal path analysis showed that English proficiency, attempt of entry, and z-score were independent predictors of success in medical school exams.
Objectives of Study
A review of the literature suggests that it is very likely that requiring medical students to show a certain minimum proficiency in English will improve their performance in medical school. However, before introducing such a requirement, it is important to ascertain current provisions at school level for learning English, and to understand the current situation with regard to the subject of General English at the A/L exam.
The objectives of this study were to ascertain at the national level:
1. The proportion of students who are selected to study Medicine, who have also taken the subject of General English.
2. The General English grades obtained by students who are selected to study Medicine.
3. The proportion of Type 1AB schools that have sufficient General English teachers for A/L students.
4.
The pattern of conduct of General English classes in 1AB schools that have teachers. The list of 713 Type 1AB schools (all of which have Science G.C.E. A/L classes, and are thus supposed to have the best facilities), was obtained from the Ministry of Education and two groups of schools were selected from amongst these schools. The first group of 206 schools consisted of those from which students were selected for Medicine in 2010. The second group consisted of another 205 schools (matched by number for each district), from which no students were selected for Medicine in 2010.
Methods

Data
Two sets of questionnaires were posted to each school: one to be answered by the school principal or sectional head; and the other to be answered by General English teachers. The questionnaires were designed to find out, in each district, a. The proportion of schools that have sufficient General English teachers for A/L classes b. Those schools that have teachers, the pattern of conduct of General English classes.
Data were entered and analyzed on MS Excel and SPSS Version 16.0. Along with the simple descriptive summaries, student performance in General English was correlated with teacher availability.
Findings Performance in General English at the G.C.E. A/L Examination
In 2009, of 38,386 students who sat the G.C.E. A/L examination in the Bioscience stream, 30,312 (79.0%) were school candidates. Among these school candidates, 29,339 (96.8%) also sat the General English paper. In 2010, among 41,076 students in the Bioscience stream, 31,356 (76.3%) were school candidates, and among this group, 30,476 (97.2%) sat for the General English paper.
The General English results obtained by Bioscience students at the G.C.E. A/L exam in 2009 and 2010 are shown in Figure  1 . It can be seen that only about 15% of students obtained grades of 'A' or 'B'; a similar proportion obtained a 'C' grade; and about 25% obtained a simple pass. About 40% of all students failed the subject. candidates, who can be assumed to be taking the examination at their 1 st or 2 nd attempt; the others were private candidates, assumed to be in their 3 rd attempt at the exam.
In contrast to the Bioscience students in general, only about 13% of students selected for Medicine failed General English, while about 25% of students obtained an 'A' grade. The pattern of grades was very similar in both years. About 7% of students did not sit for the General English paper in the attempt at which they were selected for entry to study Medicine. Figure 2 compares the performance of school and private candidates in General English. It can be seen that the large majority of students who did not take the subject were private candidates; about 20% of all private candidates selected for Medicine had no General English grade. Overall, the performance of private candidates in General English was worse than that of school candidates.
Availability of A/L General English Teachers and Teaching Practices in State Schools
Questionnaires were sent out at the beginning of the 2 nd school term in 2011 to 411 Type IAB schools in 25 districts (206 schools with students selected for Medicine in 2010, 205 without). Responses were received from 240 school principals and 942 teachers in 24 districts (all except Kilinochchi). Of the 240 responsive schools, 114 were those with students selected for Medicine (response rate of 55.3%), and 126 without (response rate of 61.5%) shown in Table  1 . About 85% of schools had 1 to 3 A/L Biology classes. In about 60% of schools, Biology students had 4 periods of English per week, while another 10% had 6 periods per week. In about 25% of schools, Biology students had less than 4 periods of General English per week. Overall, only about 2/3 rd of the principals who responded felt that they had adequate numbers of General English teachers shown in Table 2 . About 3% said that they had more than enough English teachers, but about 8% said that the number was highly inadequate. Availability of an adequate number of teachers was not significantly different between schools with medical students in 2010 and those without (78/113, 69.0% vs. 77/124, 62.1%, χ 2 = 0.263, p = 0.277). Figure 3 shows the regional disparities in availability of General English teachers. More than half the responding schools in all districts of the Northern and Eastern Provinces, as well as those in Nuwara Eliya, Puttalam, Polonnaruwa and Monaragala districts did not have enough teachers. Principals of 18 schools reported that they had no General English teachers at all. Four of these were in Colombo district; another 3 each in Nuwara Eliya and Mullaitivu districts; 2 each in Batticaloa and Puttalam; and one each in Kandy, Jaffna, Trincomalee and Kurunegala districts. 
Administrative District
In schools where the principal stated that they had more than enough teachers, and in those where the number was just adequate, there were 3.2 classes per teacher. When teachers were reported to be inadequate, there was a mean of 4.7 classes per teacher; and 7.5 classes per teacher when they were reported to be highly inadequate.
Of the 916 teachers who responded, 257 (28.1%) mentioned that they taught A/L Biology classes. Most of them conducted 5-6 General English classes a week. About half (56%) of the teachers who responded to the question reported that they had not been able to conduct all their scheduled General English classes during the past week. The reasons (which could be more than one) why they could not conduct classes as scheduled were personal (32.6%); because the periods scheduled for English were required for other classes (19%); because the students did not attend classes (59%); or for other reasons (26.5%), such as the school 'sil campaign'.
Among teachers of A/L Bioscience students, a similar proportion (55%) said they had been unable to conduct all their scheduled classes in the past week. Of those unable to conduct classes, 59% said it was because students did not attend the class; 35% cited personal reasons; and 13% said it was because the period was required for other activities.
Three-fourths (75%) of the English teachers were females; 44% were in the 41 -50 year age group; 28% were in the 31 -40 year age group; and 20.4% were over 50 years of age. 33% said that they had 11-20 years of teaching experience while 41% said they had >20 years experience teaching English. The vast majority (71%) had attended Teacher Training Colleges; only 18% were English graduates.
A large majority (82%) felt that there were enough English teachers in their school, but only 51% said that they had sufficient books and audio material to teach English in the school. The majority (71%) felt that their students were keen to learn English and 82% said that the other teachers encouraged the students to learn English, but only 60% of teachers felt that their students were proficient or highly proficient in English. Many teachers commented on the fact that students did not see General English as an important subject, and suggested that it is made compulsory at the A/L examination. The need to make General English a compulsory subject at the Advanced Level examination, and include it in the z-score was a recurrent suggestion made by many teachers from all parts of the country. The need to revise the current textbook was also mentioned by many teachers; some suggested that it should be split into at least 2 books which are lighter to carry than the present one.
Correlation between Students' General English Results and Teacher Availability in Schools
In 80 schools that were surveyed, students were selected for Medicine in 2011 based on the results of the A/L examination in 2010. The marks obtained for General English by the students selected for Medicine in these 80 schools were analysed in relation to the school principals' opinion regarding the adequacy of General English teachers in the school. In the 54 schools with adequate teachers, students had a mean mark of 58.1%, whereas in the 26 schools that did not have enough General English teachers, the mean mark was significantly lower, at 46.2% p=0.006) . This suggests that teacher availability does have a significant impact on students' performance in General English.
Discussion
Our analysis of the G.C.E. A/L examination results suggest that over 90% of school candidates for the G.C.E. A/L examination in the Bioscience stream took the subject of General English. This is the contrast to the findings of an evaluation of the General English programme, commissioned by the National Education Commission and conducted soon after introduction of the subject (Wijeratne et al,, 2003) . This report found that only 64% of all students took the subject in 2001, although a larger number took the subject in 2002. We found that 60% of students in the Bioscience subjects passed the General English paper, whereas this proportion was very much higher (87% pass rate) among students selected for Medicine. These pass rates are much better than those reported in the previous study, which found that only 41% of students passed the subject in the 2001 examination, while even less (24%) passed in 2002 (Wijeratne et al., 2003) . The NEC study also found marked regional disparities in examination results.
With regard to provisions for teaching of General English, analysis of the questionnaires returned by the school principals in our study indicated that in the majority of schools (60%) only 4 periods per week were assigned for the subject and only 10% of schools scheduled the recommended 6 periods per week. The previously mentioned study reported that in the 43 schools sampled by the investigators, 66% provided 6 -7 hours per week for General English in their time tables (Wijeratne et al., 2003) .
The situation with regard to availability of texts and audio materials for conduct of classes appears to be not much improved despite the lapse of nearly ten years: in 2002, only 43% of teachers reported that the whole teaching package was available in their school, whereas in our study, 51% of teachers said that they had sufficient books and audio materials.
A little over half (55%) of the 916 teachers who responded to our survey said that they had been unable to conduct classes as scheduled during the preceding week. The most commonly cited (59%) reason was that the students did not attend classes. This observation is further supported by the comments made by many teachers to the effect that students do not take the subject seriously. In contrast, the 2003 NEC survey found that over 80% of students attended General English classes regularly. This suggests that the enthusiasm for General English classes may have declined over the years.
Poor attendance of General English classes may be, however, a reflection of poor school attendance in general. A study of the attendance patterns of G.C.E. (A/L) students in 56 schools in 4 districts in 2004 -06 found only 77.4% attendance on average among Grade 12 students in the Science Stream and 35% attendance in Grade 13 (Gunasekera, 2009 ).
Conclusions and Recommendations
In summary, among students selected for admission to Medical Faculties in 2010 and 2011, a small but significant proportion (about 7%) of students did not sit the General English in attempt at which they were selected, almost all being private candidates. About 25% of students selected for Medicine obtained 'A' grades, but about 13% failed General English. Only about 65% of principals, but about 82% of teachers were of the opinion that their school had sufficient General English teachers. There were significant regional disparities in teacher availability. Over 50% of the teachers of A/L Bioscience were unable to conduct classes as scheduled in the preceding week; this was mostly because students did not attend classes since they did not perceive the subject as important. About 50% of the schools surveyed did not have enough text books and audio materials for conduct of General English classes as recommended.
These findings suggest that the introduction of a requirement that all students must obtain at least an 'S' pass in General English along with their 3 main subjects, in order to be eligible for selection to study Medicine, would be unfair by a significant proportion of students, particularly those from schools that do not have enough General English teachers. However, given the importance of proficiency in English for medical students, there are other measures that could be taken to promote English proficiency among prospective medical students.
For example, students who apply for admission to study Medicine could be required to demonstrate some competency in English, by passing General English either at the same exam at which they are selected for Medicine, or at a previous attempt at the A/L (at which they were not selected for Medicine). Alternatively, students selected for Medicine could be required to sit a separate test (such as that currently administered to university entrants at the Pre-Orientation Programme), to achieve a given level of proficiency at a standard test of English competence. A student who fails to reach the required standard would have to re-sit the test before entry into university, to demonstrate achievement of competency. Another option would be to stipulate that a student who fails to reach the required standard of competency before entry, could enter the university, but be required to demonstrate competence before proceeding beyond a given point of the MBBS course.
